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From Populär Religion to Practices 
of Sacralization: Approaches for a Conceptual 

Discussion 



The concept of "populär religion " is among the most frequent to arise in debates 
ort religion in social science. Nevertheless, there is often disagreement on the 
scope of this concept and its deflnition, which are the result of an implicit 
and indiscriminate notion of religion. The author identifies three main groups 
of works that describe and apply different deflnitions of populär religion. The 
first, clearly identified with a Catholic matrix, considers populär religion as 
the religion of the "people". The second focuses on the "functions" that pop- 
ulär religion fulfils among the poorest sectors of the population, as a way of 
dealing with deprivation. The third group suggests the existence of a "different 
logic " to analyse religious events. Basing herseif on the main literature produced 
in Latin America on the subject, the author proposes a way round the problems 
raised by coining and discussing the concept of "practices of sacralization ". 

Key words: populär religion ■ Latin America ■ Catholicism ■ sacred 



Le concept de "religiosite populaire" est Tun des plus usites dans les debats 
en sciences sociales des religions. Cependant, on peut parallelement constater 
un manque d 'accord sur sa portee et ses deflnitions potentielles. L 'auteure sug- 
gere que ce manque provient de la presupposition d 'une mime notion implicite 
de religion. Elle identifle trois groupes principaux de perspectives deflnissant 
la religiosite populaire. Le premier assimile la religiosite populaire ä la reli- 
gion du "peuple ". Le deuxieme envisage les "fonctions " de la religiosite popu- 
laire dans les secteurs les plus pauvres de la population comme une moniere de 
contrecarrer des situations sociales precaires. Le troisieme suggere l 'existence 
d'une "logique differente" d 'analyse des faits religieux. S'appuyant sur la litte- 
rature produite sur le sujet en Amerique latine, Tauteure propose des pistes par 
rapport aux problemes souleves en partant du nouveau concept de "pratiques de 
sacralisation ". 

Mots-cles: religiosite populaire ■ Amerique latine ■ catholicisme ■ sacre 



Introduction 

When reading about populär religion in Latin America, we find stories about 
miracles and the various ways of asking for them and later giving thanks; 
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different hierarchies of "supernatural" or "sacred" beings to whom such requests 
are made; reciprocity, which includes promise and sacrifice; pilgrimages, popu- 
lär saint festivities and a colorful variety of devotional practices. These practices 
are shared by diverse social sectors, and both religious and non-religious men 
and women participate, although in different ways. Fernandes (1984: 239-42), 
however, wams us of the difficulties inherent in the concept of populär religion. 
For this author, populär religion is: 1) a broad concept involving regional differ- 
ences and varying according to religious traditions; 2) not an emic concept since 
nobody identifies him- or herseif as a "believer of populär religion" and the con- 
cept's evaluation ranges from condemnation to approbation; 3) used in different 
senses, which do not always coincide: populär may refer to the majori ty, to the 
"people," or even to all those who do not belong to the ecclesial hierarchy 1 

Authors such as Pace, Levine, and Oliveira have also pointed out the diffi- 
culties arising from the definitions of populär religion and they have suggested 
some Solutions. One possible answer is the one proposed by Fernandes (1984), 
based on a combination of the horizontal axis of analysis — which favors egal- 
itarianism and the existence of a "populär ecumenicalism" — with the vertical 
axis, based on the "dominant-erudite/dominated-popular" Opposition. A second 
Solution is that proposed by Pace (1987), which involves identifying populär 
religion with autonomous, subjective and emotional practices, regardless of class 
attributions, and comparing them with the "official ways for the production of 
the sacred" (Pace, 1987: 8). Levine (1992), on the other hand, takes the shaping 
of religion and power into account, finding in the "base" religion a new perspec- 
tive to interpret the pattern of the institutional-popular relationship and the reli- 
gious and cultural changes "from the bottom" (Levine, 1992: 11-4). Meanwhile, 
Ribeiro (1997) tries to solve the aforementioned dichotomies by understanding 
them as "dialectic oppositions" (Ribeiro, 1997: 45). However, none of these 
authors offers a completely satisfactory answer to the controversies arising from 
the concept because, I suggest, they take for granted a modern notion of religion 
implicitly defined as an autonomous dominion with specific functions and rules. 
Following Asad, it is impossible for us to use a previous and universal definition 
of religion "not only because its constituent elements and relationships are his- 
torically specific, but also because its definition is in itself the historical product 
of a discursive process" (1993: 29). If religion is a product of a discursive pro- 
cess, it is necessary to desubstantialize it and to turn to the empirical analysis of 
the practices designated as "religious" in specific places. 

These authors attempt to solve the difficulties arising from the concept of 
populär religion by focusing their efforts on the first part of the term, populär, 
which is seen in Opposition to the wider, the institutionalized, and the compre- 
hensive, thus necessarily establishing a dichotomy. As Fabian claims (1998), 
defining "populär" always involves a confrontation, an antagonism: hence the 
difficulty of avoiding dualist descriptions. However, even when power relation- 
ships are a fundamental component of the definition of "populär" and for the 
piece of reality that it attempts to describe, the main difficulty lies in constructing 
a concept that is abstract enough to make it a useful analytical tool. Therefore, 
I propose that one Solution to the impasse created by the Consolidated definitions 
of populär religion can be found by focusing on the second term, that is, on the 
way religion is, implicitly or explicitly, defined within the working classes 2 . 
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Evidently, the concepts used to describe sociological phenomena give us 
information on the theoretical-methodological suppositions they are based on 
and, more importantly, they sometimes forge and sometimes block the paths to 
understanding such phenomena more precisely. The reinterpretation of the con- 
cept of populär religion presented here, despite reviewing the main bibliography 
on the subject, does not merely serve as a semantic argument: it is an essential 
heuristic tool for analyzing religion in Latin America. 

I have classified the research done in Argentina 3 into three main groups 
according to the different definitions of populär religion they adopt and describe. 
The first, clearly identified with a Catholic matrix, identifies populär religion 
with the religion of the "people". It adopts a vertical interpretation, where popu- 
lär religion is at the "dominated" pole, while the church, the State, and the bour- 
geoisie appear as "dominants." The second group focuses on the functions that 
populär religion fulfils for the poorest sectors of the population, as a way of 
dealing with educational, material, political, and spiritual deprivation. The third 
group suggests the existence of a "different logic" within the working classes; 
emphasising neither resistance to domination nor strategies for facing depriva- 
tion, but instead considering its original creative capacity. Despite the fact that 
the varied perspectives mentioned were important at different moments, this is 
not an "evolutionary" Classification of the knowledge tradition — not because all 
of them coexist today, but because, especially in ethnographic works, the contri- 
butions of the authors are often fundamental to our understanding of the contem- 
porary Situation. 

Finally, and as a conclusion, I propose a fourth perspective that returns to the 
previous contributions and analyses them by taking a critical view of the con- 
cept of religion. By stating the need for a process-based approach, my perspec- 
tive considers the sacred as a unique "texture" of the inhabited world. Following 
Latour's (2002) definition of fe(i)tish, this texture is simultaneously autonomous 
and created by humans, making it possible to acknowledge the human origin 
of sacred forces, pointing out the direct, active and constitutive human agency, 
without losing sight of its autonomous nature. 



1. The Catholic influence: populär religion as the "religion 
of the people" 

During the 1960s, a significant number of sociological studies had a specific 
interest: to serve the Argentine Catholic Church's missionary policies, indepen- 
dently of their stated objective or methodology (Soneira, 1993). Those studies 
form the nucleus of what Frigerio (1993) calls religious sociology (as opposed 
to a sociology of religion). The studies were conducted by Catholic authors and 
priests, who used the results of their research for missionary purposes. Although 
Frigerio situates this tendency within a historical continuum and indicates that 
it was predominant between the 1960s and 1980s, recent works by Dri (2003) 
show that this tendency has not been abandoned. 

Departing from a Catholic perspective, these works define populär religion 
in binary Opposition to the Church and the dominant classes. Thus, they describe 
the practices the Church and dominant classes try to "channel" and "purify" 



Downloaded from scp.sagepub.com at UNIV OF PENNSYLVANIA on December 8, 201 1 



276 Social Compass 56(2) 

in order to "demagicalize the world, eliminating not the true God but the 
denaturalizations of the sacred power" (Büntig, 1969: 70). This power is defined 
as having "religious and Christian content" (1969: 16). In fact, these authors 
specifically analyse cases of "populär Catholicism" and not cases of religion or 
populär religion. They define populär Catholicism as morally neutral, ritualistic, 
and utilitarian. Elements and gestures alien to the Catholic canon are considered 
"superstition" or "folkloric remains", and are hence seen as derivations of the 
"religious feeling that creates false obligations, unfounded fears or trust in vain". 
(1969: 41) The main problem of this interpretation is that it denies emic logics 
and considers believers to be ignorant or even alienated, as in Dri. However, 
as I will show below, although the believer asks for and recognizes a saint's 
miracles, human agency is a sine qua non for the action of the saint. 

These works may be the clearest example of a more general tendency in 
Argentinean academic production, which considers the Catholic Church as 
a fundamental sociopolitical actor in Argentina that seeks — and in a sense, 
manages — to impose itself as a foundation of the national identity. These authors, 
linked to the Church, wanted to strengthen at the "base" what would be Con- 
solidated in the "dorne" — the ideological dorne and also the social one: Catholi- 
cism as a provider of national identity and the Catholic Church as a fundamental 
sociopolitical actor and founder of the nation. 

The influence of Catholicism on the studies of populär religion was not lim- 
ited to the missionary interests of certain authors. In studies on populär beliefs 
in Argentina, it clearly influenced the scope of the research, the language used 
and the content of what is defined as religion. Populär beliefs are analysed in 
terms of the process of "sanctification", taken from the canonization pattern of 
the Church: miracles related directly to holiness, the existence of a hierarchy 
of sacred beings which reproduces that of the Catholics presupposed, the action 
of the saints interpreted in terms of mediation, emphasis put on hagiography, 
etc. In most of the cases analysed within the Argentine literature, the "Catholic- 
centric" tendency I have drawn attention to is not always in tune with the emic 
experience and it ends up blurring the analysis. 



2. The "functionalist" approach: populär religion 
as a response to privation 

This perspective considers populär religion in terms of its "function" for the 
poorest Segments of the population. When considered as a result of poverty, reli- 
gious practices serve as a means of coping with educational, material or spiritual 
deficiencies in contexts where there are no institutions such as the State or the 
Church to take responsibility for people's welfare. Following a Weberian frame 
in which the modern world is divided into differentiated spheres of activity, reli- 
gion either is used to solve problems pertaining to other spheres — if there is 
no public hospital, then folk healers are visited — or is seen as resulting from 
the deficiencies of other spheres — if free, public, lay, and compulsory educa- 
tion fails in its scope, then beliefs in deceased personalities who perform mira- 
cles, cartomancy, or Afro-Brazilian priests are resorted to. And this presence of 
religion — in particular non-Catholic religion — in secular spheres is considered 



Downloaded from scp.sagepub.com at UNIV OF PENNSYLVANIA on December 8, 201 1 



Martin: From Populär Religion to Practices ofSacralization 277 

erroneous and undesirable. At the same time, and within the religious sphere, 
it is Catholicism that suffers, not least because of its own failures, the conse- 
quences of the increasing presence of new religious movements. "Marginaliza- 
tion" and "dissatisfied basic needs" are two factors which reinforce the "interest 
in the sacred" among the working classes according to authors such as Gimenez 
and Esquivel (1996: 126), in a context in which the State and the political parties 
appear delegitimized and the "Catholic monopoly" is undermined. 

The functionalist perspective and the missionary perspective share a Cath- 
olic-centric approach, the functionalist viewpoint basing its explanations on a 
hypothetical past when Catholicism was the monopolistic religion. However, as 
shown by Frigerio (2007), there is no empirical data to support this affirmation; 
hence a stereotypical past is constructed in order to prove the novel religious 
pluralization and the rise of a new religious market. 4 According to this perspec- 
tive, "the main churches are now incapable of establishing the universe of mean- 
ing necessary for responding to the subjects' demands" (Esquivel, 2002: 35). 
In this respect, populär saints, pilgrimages, folk healers and the new religious 
movements appear as answers to "the anguish, privations, and despair that sev- 
eral social sectors are suffering" (Mallimaci, 2002: 29). From the same perspec- 
tive, but offering a different diagnosis, some authors understand populär religion 
as flags used to protest against and resist capitalist domination, the power of the 
State or ecclesiastical control, turning populär religion into an epiphenomenon, a 
tool that arises from political, economic, or even psychological needs. 

As shown elsewhere (Martin, forthcoming), it is necessary to relativize the 
so-called "wave" of populär canonizations that took place in Argentina during 
the 1990s and which some authors relate to the economic instability suffered by 
a high percentage of the population. On the contrary, neither a "crisis" nor struc- 
tural privation reveals the reason behind the devotion to the saints. This differs 
from the modern-centric approach, which considers that subjects turn to religion 
to make sense of or deal with loss, mourning or despair. For working-class men 
and women, as Semän (2001: 56-7) pointed out, "any success or failure imme- 
diately enters a dimension of reality that is the sacred, God, the supernatural, 
occult forces. These are not the final answer or the last Option to be considered, 
but a variable always present. Only a modern interpretation can claim that reli- 
gion increases among the populär sectors as a result of increasing misery". 

Carozzi (2006), at the same time, suggests that the features of populär devo- 
tions and the differences between "sanctifying scenes" — who becomes a saint — 
depend to a greater extent on cultural and geographical factors than on economic 
or socio-historical factors. In this sense, there would not be more saints, or even 
saints with different features, in the 1990s than there had been during the rest 
of the 20th or the 19th Centimes. The economic crisis appears more as a rea- 
son for the cry for help to the saints than as a variable influencing a supposed 
development of devotion. And this does not imply changes or increases in the 
religious practices per se: on the contrary, it allows us to see that these remain 
over time, adapting to the mores of the historical moment. 

Following a trend among Catholic authors — one that can also be seen among 
some of the scholars grouped in the cosmological perspective that we will exam- 
ine in the next section — it is possible to identify in this group of works a sharp 
and recurrent distinction between "belief ' — homologizing it to discourse, and 
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discourse to Catholic dogma — and "practice", which depends on whether or not 
that dogma is applied. Works that use this division generally adopt Geertz's con- 
cept of religion — as a System of Symbols that generates practical dispositions — 
and the division he makes between "pure" and "applied" religion, homologizing 
them to the Opposition between "beliefs" and "practices". Far from being an 
emic concern, the gap between dogma and behaviour represents a problem only 
in the perspective of those who write the rule (the Church) or of analysts whose 
assumptions are close to a Catholic -based definition of religion. In contrast, eth- 
nographic works State that Catholic dogma, when not ignored, is ubiquitous in 
everyday practices. At the same time, this theoretical Option gives rise to another 
problem, that is, the apparent incongruence between religious affiliation and 
practice, which Supports the conclusion that the Catholic monopoly has ended 
and religion has spread to secular spheres. Departing from this perspective, it 
is not possible to consider "hybrids" (the mixing of politics and religion is the 
most criticized) the rule, though it is important to note that people who define 
themselves as Catholics "misbehave" by visiting other churches without any 
inner conflict, Consulting a folk healer or believing in the influence of the stars, 
energetic waves or the evil eye on their lives. 



3. The Latin American(ist) contribution: populär 
religion as a "different logic" 

This perspective considers populär religion as having a "different logic" and 
sees it as "an alternative to the illustrated rationality and to the kind of rational- 
ized faith which is its byproduct" (Parker, 1993a: 192): different logic "which is 
not antilogic or a primitive State of the capacity of reasoning — and in this sense 
it is not prelogic, using the expression of Levi-Bruhl — but represents the use of 
reason under another System, much more empirical and symbolic at the same 
time, much more dialectical and with much more wisdom than Cartesian and 
positivist" (1993a: 370). 

The dialogue of Argentine authors with Parker 's work and the influence of 
Brazilian anthropology have allowed one of the obstacles to the concept of pop- 
ulär religion to be overcome: the institutional/popular and dominant/dominated 
dichotomies that divide populär religion and the Church have been avoided. 
According to this new sociological trend, most of the manifestations of populär 
religion have some institutionally religious presence embedded in them, and the 
Catholic Church has incorporated various kinds of populär practices and Sym- 
bols, both in its decision to develop policies of enculturation and in the everyday 
work of some priests. Thus, the relationships between the Church and the people 
are presented in more complex ways than the dominant/resistance dichotomy and 
take place in an interstitial space of negotiation and conflict where exchanges 
are the rule. 

Following Duarte (1986), Semän argues that positive creativity must be 
considered — that is, working class religious practices must not be seen as "nega- 
tive" reactions to deprivation, as dominated practices or simply as resistance. 
He uses the concept of a "cosmological populär view", a cultural logic that 
assumes the immanence and superOrdination of the sacred in the world. In this 
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cosmological view, the relationships between Heaven, nature, and human beings 
are articulated in a unique totality, where there is no dismemberment of the unit 
of the profane and the sacred. 5 Instead, both are combined in a cosmic and har- 
monic whole. 

The recognition of this cosmological perspective reveals at least four ele- 
ments that allow us to partially incorporate the challenges regarding fieldwork 
data that the two previous viewpoints fail to address: 1) miracles as regulär — 
not extraordinary — events; 2) the so-called incongruence between religious 
affiliation and religious beliefs and practices; 3) the lack of a direct relation- 
ship between the dominant morality and the hegemonic religion; 4) the awkward 
presence of religion in secular spheres. I will briefly outline these elements. 

1. According to the cosmological perspective, the origin of daily problems and 
their resolution can be attributed to the sacred, and the requests and prom- 
ises made to saints are within the ränge of everyday options. In this sense, 
the actions of the saints are considered as possibilities, permissions, aids — 
more necessary than extraordinary — that make good things happen and make 
bad things stop. It is the close collaboration between humans and saints that 
makes miracles possible as part of the "natural" and rational order, and not as 
something exceptional or something which appears as an explanation when 
other theories fail. 

2. The populär and canonized saints themselves do not necessarily go along 
with the model of Catholic virtue. They do not become moral modeis. On 
the contrary, the saints may be offended or even take revenge against their 
followers if promises are not fulfilled, if they feel disrespected, or if the 
rules of etiquette are not followed. A saint's followers do not consider this 
a bad thing: it is merely justice. Thus, what is seen as fair or in their best 
interests does not necessarily refiect the dominant law or the Catholic moral 
code defined a priori as the one deserving respect, but a combination of reci- 
procities where the "good" and the "bad" are incorporated into the devotional 
relationship. As expressed by Bataille (1997), Christianity reduces the sacred 
to the infinitely good and to God, and negative forces — the impure, the bad 
and demonical — to the absence of God, and hence limits a number of the 
practices and beliefs to the profane sphere. The "different logic" perspective 
shows how, in everyday working class practices, this polyvalence returns to 
the sacred: the saints not only perform "good" in the sense that we under- 
stand it: they can also be called upon for "justice" and individual happiness, 
although this implies direct or indirect damage to others. 

3. Religious affihations — the recurring question of religious "identity" or 
"belonging" that appears in the two categories above — acquire, in this per- 
spective, another meaning. In the experience of the subjects, every religion 
is sacred — hierarchically sacred, with specific powers — and the different 
denominations can be incorporated and combined (within those hierarchical 
and specific arrangements) without constituting either multiple affiliation, 
ecumenicalism or repeated conversions. The sacred forces have real power in 
the world which predates all religion. Even God can appear as someone sec- 
ondary, since He belongs to a religion — any religion — and, from this view- 
point, all religions are a sacred and historically manmade product. 
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4. In everyday practices, the limits between the different spheres of activity seem 
to dissolve. Several works show the interactions between religion and music, 
politics, ethnic matters, dance, economy, and even psychoanalysis. In order to 
define populär religion, it is therefore necessary to analyse the emic practices, 
taking into account the interactions or "hybrids" as specific forms of experi- 
encing the sacred where communication between spheres is the rule. Mascu- 
linity, defined by the indivisible combination of an emotional devotion to the 
Virgin Mary and a gaucho 6 presentation of the seif, is one example. Others 
include the belief of an Evangelical legislator that a deceased singer who per- 
forms miracles can help eure depression. The question, then, is whether it 
is analytically useful to maintain the division between different spheres of 
activity — based on their contacts and transversalities — when empirical Obser- 
vation shows us that they never appear in isolation. 

The "different logic" perspective allow us to avoid the false dichotomies 
(popular/institutional, populär/dominant) that are presented in a large number of 
works on populär religion, at the same time eritieizing a modern-centric approach 
to religion. Conversely, it is possible to identify two problematic areas. On the 
one hand, in spite of acknowledging the possible presence of other social sectors 
in populär religious phenomena, the cosmological perspective — like the two per- 
spectives already described — limits itself to the practices of the working class. In 
this way, the reduetion of the universe to be analysed oecurs a priori, by the very 
definition of a "cosmological vision" as a feature of the working class in Latin 
America, abandoning — at least initially — other logic present in this social sector 
as well as the possible appeal of cosmology for other social classes. On the other 
hand, when referring to only one horizon of meaning — the cosmological, the 
"different logic" — there is a risk of reducing academic produetion to "repetitive 
formulas that are soon lost in the Standard narration of the promises made and 
the graces reeeived" (Fernandes, 1990: 107) and consequently of losing sight of 
the benefits acquired, in some specific practices, from the links between human 
beings and saints. Despite the recognition of a logic different from the dominant, 
original one, a broad spectrum of religious experiences is homogenized. 

As Blancarte (2000) argued, it is fundamental to avoid a Eurocentric perspec- 
tive for analyzing populär religion in Latin America. Nevertheless, it is necessary 
not to drift towards the reification of a "Latin- American eulture", whose heritage 
feeds regional and national versions — where each one of the "cases" analysed 
only constitutes a Variation on that eulture. If considered as a unique explica- 
tive horizon, this perspective not only annihilates the possibility of considering 
local speeificities and historic changes; it also condemns future investigators to 
merely illustrating a matrix that has already been exhaustively developed. 



4. Conclusion: towards a new perspective for the analysis 
of populär religion: "practices of sacralization" 

Taking into account the three perspectives mentioned above, it is here necessary 
to return to the issue presented at the beginning of this paper: the difficulties aris- 
ing from an implicit definition of religion for the coneept of populär religion. 
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As we have seen in the previous section, when the practices of working-class 
men and women are not denied the differential specificity of the "sacred," they 
reveal that what the authors classified in the first two sections as differentiated, 
separate, "sacred" and "profane" in fact coexist and are combined in quite flex- 
ible ways. And although the former perspective shows the relationships between 
the spheres, the transversalities and the Communications between the "upper" and 
"lower" worlds, it is possible to move towards an approach that does not replace 
one dualism with another and that, as Velho (2005) says, manages to understand 
that differential specificity not as discontinuity, rupture or Opposition, but rather 
as minor differences in a continuum. The sacred, then, can be defined as a "dif- 
ferential texture of the inhabited world", which is activated at specific moments 
or in certain Spaces. This texture, far from existing in an abstract or universal 
sense, is recognized and "performed" by people in different situations: amidst 
geographical discontinuities and differing calendars, in everyday relationships, 
ordinary gestures and ritualistic Performances. 

Thus, I propose understanding the gestures included in the concept of populär 
religion in terms of "practices of sacralization": the many ways of constructing 
the sacred, of inscribing people, places and moments in a differentiated texture 
of the inhabited world. 

When faced with the difficulties arising from the concept of religion, address- 
ing the sacred initially offers at least three heuristic advantages: 1) it does not 
have any connotations regarding the sphere and, as Demerath (2000) argues, it 
has not been affected by the modern paradigm of secularization; 2) it maintains 
a morally ambiguous character, that is, it is not confused with absolute good nor 
does it base its legitimacy on a group of ethical rules; 3) it does not require the 
help of adjectives or complements to assign practices that are different from the 
dominant ones, as is the case of "populär religion". 

However, it is possible to critique the sacred and religion in similar ways. 
Classical definitions by Durkheim, Otto and Eliade are based on a dualist model 
that limits the sacred to a radically different order, in Opposition to the profane. 
According to Otto (1998), the sacred is universal, independent of human agency, 
and the product of the combination of pure reason (in a Kantian sense) with 
non-rational, sentimental elements that are experienced when facing the numen. 
Eliade (1994: 19) reinforces the sacred/profane dichotomy starting from the con- 
cept of hierophany: "the manifestation of something 'completely different', of 
a reality that does not belong to our world". The sacred and the profane con- 
stitute genres of a different nature, absolutely heterogeneous, and the transition 
between them implies either the sacralization of one or the profanation of the 
other (Durkheim, 1995: 33-7). 

Nevertheless, "sacred", used here as an adjective, does not point to an Insti- 
tution, a sphere or a System of Symbols, but instead refers to several hetero- 
geneities that are recognized in a continuous social process within a world of 
meaning, and consequently cannot be considered "extraordinary" or radically 
different. In this way, it is possible to understand the practices of sacralization in 
terms of what Latour (2002: 55) calls fe(i)tish: "Those out-of-place beings that 
allow us to live, that is, to pass constantly from the construction to the autonomy 
without ever believing in one or the other. Thanks to fe(i)tishes, construction 
and truth [as well as construction and reality] are synonymous." According to 
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Latour 's concept, we acknowledge the human origin of sacred beings, places 
and times, pointing out the direct, active and constitutive human agency and the 
possible transitory nature of the Status of "sacred" (no matter what specific con- 
tent it is assigned). And, at the same time, we do not lose sight of the autono- 
mous nature of the sacred. 

In four senses, the concept of practices of sacralization is a direct — though 
not uncritical — heir of the cosmological perspective analysed in the previous 
section: 

1 . It acknowledges the presence of an alternative logic in the working class that 
adopts a definition of what is sacred that is different and which falls outside 
the scope of hegemonic morality. However, this alternative logic is consid- 
ered only as a single horizon of meaning or as a cultural feature of Latin 
America that must encompass all explanations of religious phenomena in the 
region. The concept of practices of sacralization points to specific but plural- 
istic practices, which is different from affirming that "everything is religion". 
At the same time, these practices are not limited to a single (cosmo)logical 
horizon: their content is defined within emic understanding. This perspective 
allows us to avoid dualist conceptions that separate the sacred from the pro- 
fane and define the populär in contrast to the institutional, the official or the 
dominant. 

2. It adopts the idea that sacred forces (God, saints, the deceased and other 
extraordinary beings) participate in everyday life in a regulär way, forming a 
"natural" part of the world. However, instead of considering these forces as 
pre-existing or as a given, it posits the notion that the presence and action of 
these forces is only possible when humans are also present and involved. The 
a priori innateness of classical definitions of the sacred is avoided; the focus 
is on the processes and not on ontologies, at the same time postulating on the 
transitory nature of the sacred. 

3. It acknowledges the presence of "hybrids" which are not really hybrids. These 
show that the limits between different spheres of activity become increasingly 
hard to define, but in a stronger way than the transversalities they share: they 
acknowledge that, at the level of everyday practices, some phenomena, espe- 
cially but not exclusively within the working class, combine elements from 
the different spheres without distinction. In analytical terms, the usefulness 
of separating these spheres for explicative purposes is questionable, as it rein- 
forces a perspective in which these spheres are expected to be separate, view- 
ing such Separation as normal or desirable. 

4. It points out that the sacred exceeds religion: practices that are not necessar- 
ily within the sphere of religion are considered sacred by their practitioners. 
However, those practices (which could include aesthetic or erotic experi- 
ences, passion for soccer, fandom, etc.) should not be considered lower forms 
of religiosity or pseudo-religions: all of them are sacred, in their own terms. 

Talking about practices of sacralization allows us, in addition, to make 
visible the conflicts, not just between the Church and the layman, but also at the 
heart of devotional practices: thus, it is not necessary to reject cases that do not 
match the traditional model of devotion, nor is it necessary to impose theoretical 
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definitions on empirical data that do not follow emic understandings. At the 
same time, it opens up the possibility of applying the concept to social sectors 
other than the working class. The field of investigation is therefore defined by 
the investigator instead of being predetermined by existing cultural entities. 

As a field of study that is heir to a Catholic matrix and pre-defined as 
either belonging to a specific social sector or as the feature of a specific culture 
(Latin American culture), populär religion seems condemned to repeat the same 
old formulas with new illustrative cases. Thinking in terms of practices of 
sacralization renews the possibilities of this field and opens up a new ränge of 
possibilities for analysis. 



NOTES 

'■ On the other hand, the use of operational definitions adapted to specific research 
objects does not resolve the problems arising from the concept. On the contrary, the Prob- 
lems are only worsened by a sort of "academic commonsense" that obscures the variabil- 
ity of practices present in each empirical context, or by making each case so unique that 
the use of the concept becomes superfluous. 

2 In Spanish, the term "populär sectors" refers not necessarily to the working class but 
to the portion of the population with the least participation in hegemonic categories of 
power, income, and prestige. 

3 - Although I will refer to Argentinean examples, the problem I present at this point is 
not limited to the publications in this country. The thematic references and the theoretical 
perspectives can also be found in other countries and regions. Parker (1993b) analyses 
Latin American production as a whole. Massolo (1994) does the same, comparing Latin 
American and European literatures. Pi Hugarte (1994), Fernandes (1984) and Mejido 
(2002) make a similar analysis of the production from Uruguay, Brazil and the United 
States, respectively. For a comprehensive analysis of the Argentinean bibliography, see 
Martin, 2007. 

4 - The argument that what Velho (2004), for the Brazilian context, has defined as a 
"biblical culture" pervades Argentina could be refuted by the scant and irregulär presence 
of Catholic churches in the country between the 17th and 19th centuries, as shown by 
Mignone (1992: 16). 

1 In line with this, Orsi (2005) defines religion as a network of relationships between 
Heaven and earth that links human beings to different sacred figures. This is similar to 
what Brazilian anthropologists defined 20 years earlier as "magical realism" (Fernandes, 
1984: 116), a "cosmological view" (Duarte, 1986: 243) or a "cosmic religion" (Ribeiro, 
1997: 49). 

6 - Gauchos are South American cowboys. 
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